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In a slight exaggeration of what actually took place at a recent meeting of Central American
presidents, Guatemalan President Alfonso Portillo reported a consensus to end the Parlamento
Centroamericano (PARLACEN). His statement drew a heated response from the parliament's
officers and set off a round of debate in the region about PARLACEN's usefulness.
PARLACEN came out of the 1987 Esquipulas II peace accords and has been in operation since
1991. Its five member states are Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, and El Salvador. The
Dominican Republic participates as an observer. With 20 representatives from each state receiving a
US$10,000 annual salary, maintaining the body costs US$20 million a year.
Since its inception, PARLACEN has been criticized for its cost and lack of effectiveness. There have
been periodic proposals to cut down the number of delegates, but the chief complaint is that its
recommendations are unenforceable and consequently member states rarely pay attention to them.
But PARLACEN's powerlessness is the fault of the presidents, who have no interest in surrendering
authority to a regional legislative body, say the parliament's defenders. The current controversy
began in June when, at a breakfast meeting with media representatives, Portillo said PARLACEN
should be disbanded. Portillo said he and Presidents Mireya Moscoso of Panama, Francisco Flores
of Honduras, and Arnoldo Aleman of Nicaragua agreed at a meeting in Panama on June 17 that the
parliament must go.
Portillo had already announced that, upon leaving office, he would refuse to take a seat in
PARLACEN. Under its rules, all former presidents and vice presidents automatically receive a four-
year term and, along with it, immunity from prosecution.
Portillo suggested the body serves the interests of former presidents concerned about prosecution
when they leave office. The arguments for closing it down, he said, were its cost, its inability to
further regional integration, and the absence of legal force behind its resolutions. It would be more
effective to negotiate among ourselves than "to go on maintaining that costly institution," Portillo
said.
However, no one else at the meeting in Panama agreed with Portillo's version of events. Flores
said the discussion centered on making PARLACEN more efficient, not on dissolving it. Aleman
and Moscoso also denied that the meeting resulted in a consensus to shut the parliament down.
"Panama's position is to support PARLACEN," Moscoso said.
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Later, Portillo corrected the remarks he had made at the breakfast meeting. He said there was a
discussion in Panama about possibly dissolving the parliament, but no consensus was reached on
the matter.
In the ensuing regional debate regarding PARLACEN's future, Portillo's political opponents argued
for continuing the organization as a stabilizing element in the region, while his governing Frente
Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG) offered its support for shutting it down.
Costa Rican president agrees PARLACEN is too costly
Aside from the FRG and some newspaper editorials favoring dissolution, the only serious support
for Portillo's position came from Costa Rica, which is not a member of PARLACEN.
A Costa Rican Foreign Relations official said a forum of regional legislative presidents would be
more economical than a parliament. Costa Rican President Miguel Angel Rodriguez said the region
was too poor "to pay for an international bureaucracy." He suggested that PARLACEN deputies and
members of the Corte Centroamericana de Justicia (CCJ) could be chosen from the governments of
the member states to save costs. With a change like that, Costa Rica would participate, he said.
Among officers of PARLACEN and other regional integration bodies, the general reaction was to
take Portillo's comments as an attack on integration instead of a criticism of how well PARLACEN
did its job. Former Honduran president Carlos Roberto Reina (1994-1998), who is also a former
president of PARLACEN, said, "To try and destroy the integration process is surprising news."
In retaliation against Portillo's statements, a PARLACEN official said PARLACEN would hold its
next meeting in El Salvador instead of its usual site in Guatemala. PARLACEN vice president Elsie
de Mackay said she understood that the body's recommendations did not have the force of law,
but that a reform proposal to give it legislative power would soon be submitted to the region's
legislators for approval.
PARLACEN president Ernesto Somarriba called on the presidents to support the reform instead
of dissolution. He wants the member states to transform the parliament from an advisory body to
one empowered to legislate for the region on certain political, economic, and trade matters. He also
announced growing interest in PARLACEN from outside the region. Taiwan plans to send eight
permanent delegates, he said, and some legislators in southern Mexico are interested in joining.
In defense of the institution, PARLACEN's vice president Manuel Gamero said it could not be
dissolved overnight because it is an elected body. And besides, he said, the body is recognized
around the world as "the voice of representative democracy and peace in Central America."
An editorial in the Guatemala daily Siglo Veintiuno said that, while PARLACEN may be respected
in Europe, "here in the Isthmus, it lacks credibility and is only considered a Jurassic Park where
former presidents, veteran political hacks, and the rest of the dinosaurs make themselves
comfortable." After weeks of polemics, Portillo advised PARLACEN delegates to prove their worth.
"Let them demonstrate the utility of PARLACEN," he said. [Sources: La Prensa (Nicaragua), Spanish
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